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Objectives

lUnit 4;: Gestures and Taboos

At the end of this unit, you wll

Be aware of the following

ldentify

Realize

| nportance of gesture/taboo know edge for East Asian
[inguists

Hel pful cross-cultural perspectives possessed by
mlitary personnel

Necessity of personal restraint and effort to becone
culturally adept

Uni versal cultural nmessage of the smle
Foundational attitudes helpful in dealing with East
Asi an peopl es

Greetings, gestures, and eating ‘dos and taboos’
Cautions mlitary linguists should enpl oy

China’s long-standing tradition of isolation from
ot her cultures

Col I ectivism

Ki ng Ashoka

“Face”

| sol ationist tradition

Agnostic, Exorcism

GQuru, Reticent behavior

T.E. Lawence, Field-Mrshal Viscount Slim
Ceneral Joseph W Stilwell

Magni t ude of custons and taboos within East Asia

| nportance of humlity, sincerity and restraint when
wor ki ng cross-culturally

Overarching inpact and | ong history of Chinese
manners and custons i n East Asia

| mportance of community and famly in East Asian
soci eties
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Unit 4: Gestures and Taboos

“So many Chi nese custons are opposite to ours. In
the ‘credo’ Jesus rises fromthe dead and sits on the
right hand of God--but in China the seat of honor is on
the left! Chinese nourners wear white. W think of
the serpent, the dragon, as Satan--St. George slays the
dragon! But to the Chinese the dragon is the synbol of

power, wi sdom and benevol ence. It was on the
enperor’s banner! At the heart of it all, the biblical
message of ‘sin’ --utterly, utterly foreign to the

Chi nese.”

--John Hersey, The Call, p. 245

Manners, norals, custons and
taboos--it is inpossible to know all
the el aborate and conpl ex rul es which
govern interactions within a given
society or culture. The task
over whel ns.

The purpose here is not to rephrase gui dance given
in manners and custons texts. Rather, this section
first outlines general perspectives mlitary personnel
can take in approaching a new culture. Then it treats
common attitudes, greetings, gestures, eating practices
and cautions to enploy when dealing with East Asian
peopl es.

|. General Perspectives

1. Confidence As nenbers of the United States Arned
Forces, we maintain a sensitivity to culture whenever
we put on our uniforns.
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Hi gher ranking officers receive
salutes, a sign of respect due to
their rank. Nonconmm ssioned officers
exert hands on gui dance and
supervision. The titles, sergeant
and petty officer suggest a
di fferent--though no | ess inportant--
type of respect. These courtesies
recogni ze varied cultures within the
mlitary.

Applied to dealing with peoples of other |ands and
societies, these sane habits and respect for authority
becone i nval uabl e.

Desert Storni Shield/ Farewel | authenticated the
sensitive and know edgeabl e cross-cultural abilities
possessed by our arned forces personnel. Wites
| ogi stician Lt. Gen Pagonis in his account of the
conflict, “Mre than 560,000 Anerican service nenbers,
in all branches of the arned forces, passed through
Saudi Arabia and Kuwait during the seventeen nonths
that | was there. The custons and traditions that they
encountered in those countries were dramatically
di fferent from anythi ng nost had ever experienced
before. The potential for Ugly Americani sm seened
great.

And what happened, when these two vastly different
cul tures cane together? Not hing.

There was not a single incident of deliberate
m sconduct on the part of our service nenbers...our
sol di ers showed great understandi ng and
conpassion...[They] denonstrated that they were snart,
and talented, and flexible.” (Mving Muntains, p.
228.)
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The Gulf conflict denonstrated the certainty that,
when put to the test, training prepares airnen,
soldiers, sailors and marines to deal with
sensitivities of other cultures.

2. Restraint T.E. Lawence, British
adventurer, witer and Arabist of the
early 20th century, described this sense
of tenpered behavior. “Keep always on
your guard,” wote Lawence, “...be a
little stiff at first.”

W may feel the best way to get along is to
imtate, in sonme ways, the conduct of East Asians in
order to be accepted. The safest course of action is
often to imtate. The best approach however, is to
restrain our inpulsive, up front, forthright, let-it-
al | - hang- out behavi ors.

Treating individuals as if they were entering our
living roons--by dispensing courtesy and grace--goes a
long way to cenent solid relations with others.
Possessing a cautious and restrai ned deneanor - - al ways
observi ng and seeking to | earn--does nuch to pronote
meani ngful interaction. Recognizing the |ong-standing,
tradi tion-bound nature of East Asian cultures assists.

Har nony then cones in possessing a nonjudgnent al
frame of mnd. Such restraint helps avoid actions
whi ch are shocki ng or insulting.

3. Wholehearted Effort General Joseph W (Vinegar
Joe) Stilwell, the senior American commander in the
Chi na/ Burma/ I ndi a theater of operations during WVII,
served for many years in China. Throughout his
lifelong association with China, General Stilwell
absor bed- -t hrough observation, travel and linguistic
study--nmuch of Chinese culture.

As outlined by Foreign Area Oficer Mjor Roy

Kanphausen, the whol ehearted effort denonstrated by
General Stilwell is “a nodel worth enul ating.”
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“First, [General Stilwell] was a top-notch
i ngui st.

Second, he was an irrepressible traveler and
advent urer.

Third, Stilwell also had an unshakabl e belief in
the fighting ability of the Chinese soldier if he was
gi ven the proper equi pnent and adequately trained.

Finally, Stilwell was known as a friend of China,
t hough he did not mnce words if he found problens with
t he Chinese | eadership, his deep know edge of Chinese
| anguage and culture, as well as |long years of
associ ation and devotion to the cause of reformin the
Chinese mlitary earned hima deep respect...” (Trip
Report, U. S. Enbassy, Beijing, China, 10 Sep 1996.)

“Your success will be just
proportioned to the amount of nental
effort you devote to it.”

-- T. E. Lawence

4. The “Ultimate Gesture” Business advi sor Roger

Axtell, in his book Gestures, The Do’s and Taboos of
Body Language Around the World, describes this
uni versal synbol. Called the “ultimate gesture,” it is

rarely m sunderstood, rel eases positive energy, and
assists in the nost conplicated of situations.

“What is this singular signal, this mracle
[ mnner], this giant of all gestures?

It is, quite sinply, the smle.

Use it freely. Use it often.” (p.
113.)
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Il. Overall Attitudes

The foll owm ng general principles apply when
dealing with peoples of East and Sout heast Asi a.

1. Recognize Long-standing Traditions 1n Al an
Burgess’ delightful novel, The Inn of the Sixth

Happi ness, based upon the true story of English

m ssionary d adys Aylward’ s adventures in Asia during
WVIIl, the Mandarin of Yancheng speaks to d adys of the
long history of civilization in China.

“The Mandarin placed his slender hands in the w de
sil ken sl eeves of his robe.

‘W have produced great art and great phil osophy.
The Mandarin speech of China is nore beautiful an
descriptive than any other in the world. Qur poets
were singing when Britain was but a rocky outpost on
the edge of the known world and Anmerica was inhabited
sol ely by redski nned aborigines. Yet you cone to teach
us a new faith? | find it very strange.” (p. 82.)

Just as the Mandarin counseled d adys, so we would
do well to recognize that manners and custons in Asia
go back to the beginnings of civilization. Long-
establ i shed practices and conventi ons--fashi oned over
centuries--govern interactions between individuals.

2. Practice Civility and Respect Defer to those of
hi gher status and age. Recognize those who bow when
greeting. Show ng such respect acknow edges soneone
el se as having nore experience of |ife or spiritual
practice. The attitude portrayed is one of honor and
hum lity.

John Fairbank’ s essay “Varieties of the Chinese
MIlitary Experience” in Chinese Ways in Warfare
describes the ideal, superior person in Confucian
t hought .
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The i ndividual who practiced noral and appropriate
conduct (civility and respect) devel oped an attractive
prestige in the face of others. Mral authority--a
sort of personal power--was the result. A courteous
and gracious attitude was crucial to this practiced
attitude of respect. (See pp. 6-7, Chinese WAys in
Warfare.)

3. Show Kindness

Most cul tures generously accept
peopl e who show consi derati on of
others, who maintain fairness in
clarifying their views, and who nodel
a tol erant approach whi ch seeks peace.

4. Practice Humility Forner President Richard M

Ni xon, conparing experiences with the Chinese to those
of the fornmer Soviet Union, found the Conmuni st Chinese
| ack of conceit and arrogance a refreshi ng change.
Constantly, relates President N xon, the Chinese showed
self-criticismand a desire for advice on howto

i nprove thensel ves. (See The Menvoirs of Richard N xon
Volune 11, p. 41.) W would do well to denonstrate
such humlity--the deneanor which nodels kindness and
forbi ds being harsh, rude or even speaking loudly to

ot hers.

5. Seek Moderation Self-restraint is central. The
Buddhi st avoi dance of extrenes--either an overt pursuit
of passionate world dsire, or an austere discipline
practiced by ascetics--which enables individuals to
exhi bit noderation and grace, applies.

Loud, untactful, or boisterous behavior is usually
regarded as being in very poor taste.
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6. Be Sincere A kind, honest, hunble approach--free
of arrogant and overbearing attitude--naturally opens
the way for agreeabl e exchanges. Wites Dr. Nydell,

“Foreigners are forgiven a great
deal - -even conservative peopl e nmake
al | omances, particularly when they know
your notives are good. The essenti al
thing is to make a sincere, well-neaning
effort to adapt and understand.”

(Under st andi ng Arabs, p. 112.)

7. Remember the Group As outlined in Encountering
t he Chi nese, collectivism whereby individuals

subordi nate their personal goals to those of a

col l ective, characterizes China's culture. The
smal l est unit of society is not the individual, rather
the collective. Wether work unit, famly, or village
nei ghbors, the community is the inportant concept.

8. Seek Harmony Intergroup harnony and avoi dance
of overt conflict in interpersonal relationships--
especially with famly nenbers, close friends and
col | eagues--is a matter of suprene concern. For

har noni ous interactions with civilians or United
Nations/Allied soldiers from Buddhi st countries,
under st andi ng of general attitudes and specific
practices, as illustrated in the follow ng guidance
fromthe "First Separate Kalinga Edict" of King Ashoka,
t he Buddhi st convert and ruler of India from 272-236
B.C., hel ps.

"Therefore it is desirable that you should
practice inpartiality, but it cannot be attained if you
are inclined to habits of jealousy, irritability,
har shness, hasti ness, obstinacy, |aziness, or
[ weariness of body/m nd due to strain]...The basis of
all this is constant avoidance of irritability and
hastiness in your business..." (As quoted in Lucien
Stryck, The Wrld of the Buddha, p. 242.)
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lll. East Asian Manners and Customs

1. Face Field-Mrshal Viscount
Slim in his book Defeat Into
Victory, his account of actions in
t he China/Burma/lndia theater during
WV I, described his affection for
t he Chinese soldier. “Courage,
endur ance, cheerful ness and an eye
for country” were basic traits. To
deal effectively with the Chinese,
Fi el d- Marshal Slimfound, the nost

i nportant thing was realization of
“face.” He defined this termas

“...the respect in which one [Chinese soldier] is
held by others. In practice, if a proposal can be put
to a [Chinese soldier] so that carrying it out wll
enhance his prestige anong his associates he w |
al nost invariably accept it.

Wat ever ‘face’ is, and however annoying its
repercussions may be to an [outsider], it is well to
remenber it is a very human thing. The Chinese are not
the only people who bot her about what the nei ghbors
think.” (pp. 64-65)

The concept of face, the perception that others
have of you, while applying to some degree in nost
cultures, is a distinct characteristic of many Asian
societies. Face connotes an avoi dance of
enbarrassnent, failure, defeat or contradiction.

Due to the enphasis placed upon harnony, tolerance
and solidarity, saving one's face and that of other
group nenbers--in particular the superior--is of
central 1nportance.
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By using tact, focusing on the
group rather than individual
persons, and avoi di ng sel f-centered,
nmonopol i zed conversations, we
di splay an awareness of this
i nportant notion of face.

Aut hors Hu Wenzhong and Cornelius G ove give the
foll ow ng gui delines concerning face. (See Encountering
t he Chi nese, pp. 121-122.)

Be deferential to those above you in age or
posi tion.

Be considerate to those bel ow you in age or
posi tion.

Do not expect the Chinese to act contrary to
group nor ns.

Do not insist that your hosts respect your
rights or opinions.

Do not in any way defy your hosts’ accepted
nmor al st andards.

Do not show anger; avoid confrontations.

I f you nust say no, try to do so as tactfully
as possi bl e.

| f you nust criticize, do so in private and
W th expressions of positive regard.

2. Isolation one of China's | ong-standi ng traditions
is that of isolation.

Seei ng thensel ves as at the
center of the earth, throughout
her history China often
regarded outsiders as
barbari ans. This perspective
still affects, in sone way,

East Asian views of others.

Personal qualities of dignity, reserve, patience,
persi stence and a sensitivity to and respect for
Chi nese custons and tenperanent are built through
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nmut ual respect and admration. Behaving in a
noncondescendi ng manner and avoi di ng | oud, boi sterous
behavi or al so enhance cross-cultural relationships.

Respect for custons and tenperanment applies al so
to religious practice. Authors Philip Harris and
Robert Mran, in their book entitled Managi ng Cul tural
Differences, state:

"Westerners should never denigrate traditional
beliefs and practices that are still fundanmental to the
culture. Avoid references and j okes about
superstition, spirits, seances, voodoo, whatever...”

(p. 409.)

3. Greetings

Handshakes, but nore often a slight bow, are
appropriate when neeting soneone. A person's
formal, full title will often be used in

i ntroductions. The Chinese may not smle on
bei ng i ntroduced. This enotional reticence is
based on a tradition of keeping feelings inside
rat her than openly show ng enotions.

If giving a gift or

busi ness card, use both
hands to either give or
receive

Etiquette dictates
declining a gift for up to
three tines, even though a
person may desire to
receive it.

4. Gestures

Seating arrangenents are inportant, with the
guest at the head of the room facing the door.

Don't be surprised by enthusiastic appl ause.
When appl auded, it is customary to return by
hand cl appi ng.
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Silence, a sign of politeness and

contenpl ati on,

is avirtue. Do not be put off

by periods of silence in discussions. Take
care when interrupting others.

Bef ore depl oynents, determ ne the ground rules

you and your

unit will follow regarding

drinking with host nation partners,
pat r onage/ accept ance of gifts, and frequenting

w t h wonren/ nen.
be forced upon al

Al cohol i ¢ beverage toasts may

partici pants.

Recogni ze the Chinese are not
a “touching” society. They
may appear nore reticent,
retiring, reserved or shy
when conpared with North
Publ i ¢ di spl ays
of affection are very rare.
Avoi d being physically
denonstrati ve,
with ol der peopl e and/ or
t hose nore senior

Ameri cans.

or rank.

especially

in position

In smaller communities, visitors may be subject
to much curiosity and stares, especially if

fair-haired.

Ask perm ssion of

phot ogr aphs.

When boardi ng public buses
or trains, expect sone ' V&
shoving or pushing. This :

| ocal peopl e before taking

is 'all in the course of =

t hings' and requires no
apol ogy (given or

received).
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Mai ntai n good posture. Avoid sl ouching,
putting feet on desks and chairs, and using
feet to point or nove things around.

Personal space for friends is nuch less than in
the West. |If engaged in friendly discussion,
expect a closer spacial distance. |[If talking
with a stranger or limted acquai ntance, expect
a greater social distance.

Use the open hand (not finger) for pointing.
Call for sonmeone by pal mfacing downward with
fingers noved in a scratching notion.

Al t hough governnents may try to cut down on the
habit, spitting and bl owi ng the nose w t hout
use of a handkerchief may be common on public
streets. This is considered an act of personal
hygi ene, not a crude manner.

To suck air in quickly and audi bly between the
teeth is a common reaction to sonething
surprising or a difficult request. If such is
the case, nodify the request nade to avoid a
potentially enbarrassing situation.

5. Eating The follow ng

gui dance, adapted from Gestures by
Roger Axtell, applies to eating
practice.

Though the custom may be changing, tipping is
consi dered an insult.

Toot hpi cks are often avail able for use during
and after a neal. Cover your nouth when poking
or pi cki ng.

Ref usi ng food may be considered inpolite. Move
unwanted itens to the side of your dish
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Begin eating after the host picks up his or her
chopsticks. Watch your host for tips on use of
chopsti cks.

Concerning the finer points of chopstick use, the
follow ng applies:

A host may rub wooden chopsticks together first
before eating. This renoves any splinters from

the utensils. It is inpolite for guests to do so
as it suggests you have been given a cheap, rough
chopsti ck.

Use either a pair of serving
chopsticks to take food from
a comunal dish, or allow
your host to serve. Do not
take food portions with
sticks you have brought to
your nout h.

Due to cultural connotations, do not stick
chopsticks straight up in your cooked rice.

Carry on if you drop a chopstick on the floor.
Sone consider this a positive sign--an invitation
to anot her neal .

Use chopsticks for eating, not sucking.

When a knife is unavailable, Iift norsels of food
to your nmouth and bite off a piece.

When finished, place your sticks parallel across
your bow .

In their book, Encountering the Chinese, Hu
Wenzhong and Cornelius Gove also relate the foll ow ng:

“Most Americans were brought up to believe that,
while dining, a person (1) should not smack the |ips,
slurp liquids, or make any other |oud noises with the
mout h, (2) should never bring the edge of a plate or
bow into contact with the nmouth, (3) should not snoke
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at the table except wth perm ssion of the others
present, and (4) should not spit anything onto the
table or floor. Chinese table etiquette is different.
You can expect all of the above when eating with the
Chi nese. At formal dinners and banquets, however,
Western rules for polite eating nay be observed,
especially by those Chi nese who have had experience
abroad.” (p. 37)

“Eréén] t hi nk, becone.”
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Part 1--True or False pPlace a T or anF in
t he bl ank provi ded.

Review Quiz: Gestures and Taboos

According to Lt. Gen. Pagonis, Chief of Logistics during
Desert Storm soldiers, sailors, airnen and mari nes showed
sensitive and know edgeabl e cross-cultural abilities while
depl oyed during the recent Mddle East conflict.

| mpul sive, up-front, let-it-all-hang-out behavior
contributes to good cross-cultural interaction.

Establishing solid relations with friends from ot her
cultures cones by treating individuals as if they were
entering our |iving roons--dispensing courtesy and grace al
al ong.

East Asian traditions extend back only to the 15th
century.

Many East Asian cul tures bestow great respect and honor
on their elderly famly nmenbers.

Most cul tures generously accept people who show a
consi deration of others.

Peopl es of China value the frank, abrupt, direct
approach in their interactions.

The concept of face applies only to Asian societies and
cul tures.

Savi ng face--whether for personal, other group nenbers,
and superiors--is of central inportance to many Asian
cul tures.

Vi si bly show ng anger and being directly confrontive
are val ued Chinese cultural traits.
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11. Since many Westerners are viewed as outsiders, it

doesn’t matter whether they make fun of traditional Chinese
belief or not.

12. When giving a business card or gift to an East Asian

person, it is best to use both hands.

13. In many East Asian cultures, when applauded it is

customary to return the appl ause by handcl appi ng.

14. Silence, a sign of politeness and contenplation, is a

virtue in many East Asian cul tures.

15. Public displays of affection are a commonpl ace

occurrence i n China.

16. Travel ers can expect pushing and shovi ng when boardi ng

public transportation in China.

17. In sonme East Asian cultures, to suck air in quickly and

audi bly between the teeth is a common reaction to sonething
surprising or a difficult request.

18. Bef ore taking phot ographs of |ocal peoples, it is best

to ask perm ssion.

19. Chinese culture is a “touching” society. Individuals

are very denonstrative in their outward behavi or.

20. In China, formal dinners and banquets may enpl oy

Western rules for polite eating.

Part 2—-Mu|tip|e Choice piace the letter of
the nost correct response in the blank provided.

1. The concept of face connotes
a. the picture of a personin a mrror.
b. avoi dance of enbarrassnent, failure, defeat or
contradiction.
c. new vistas for personal understanding.
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2. The inportance of saving face results, in part, froman

enphasi s upon

a. harnmony, tolerance and group solidarity.
b. personal anbition, prestige and striving.
c. maintaining the right appearance at all tines.

3 When offering criticismto a Chinese counterpart, it is

best to do so

a. quickly, directly and then forget about it.
b. in private with many expressions of positive regard.
c. only when necessary, in the presence of two or three

W t nesses.
4. Thr oughout her history, China often regarded outsiders
as
a. infidels.
b. barbari ans.
c. interesting friends.
5 Personal space for friends in China is t hat
in the West
a. nore than
b. about the sanme as
c. less than
6. When eating wth chopsticks, it is always best to
a. vigorously rub the wooden sticks together before eating
in the presence of your host.
b. begin eating after your host picks up his or her
chopsti cks.
c. stick chopsticks straight up in your cooked rice.
7. VWhat traits are necessary to establish strong alliances

w th people of other cultures?
a. Assertive assurance and dom neering confidence

b. Whol ehearted effort and unremtting study
c. Apologetic attitudes and condescendi ng outl ooks
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8. According to Roger Axtell, the ultinmate gesture

positively recogni zed nost everywhere in the world, is the

a. frown.
b. firm handshake.
c. smle.
9. The term descri bes when indivi dual s subordi nat e

their personal goals to that of the |larger group

a. isolation
b. collectivism
c. reticence

10. In China, the smallest unit of society is the

a. i ndividual
b. state
c. collective

“Never be afraid to try.”
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Sources Used in Gestures and
Taboos

Axtell, Roger, Gestures, The Do’s and Taboos of Body Language
Around the Wbrld, (New York: John Wley and Sons, 1991)

Burgess, Alan, The Inn of the Sixth Happi ness, (NY: Bantam Books,
1963).

Hi storical novel of an English woman’s courage during WVI I
China. Few resources inspire and sensitize to new cultures
as do well-witten novels.

Fai r bank, John and Frank Kernan, (eds.), Chinese Ways in Warfare,
(Canbridge, Mass: Harvard Press, 1974).

A collection of essays. Specific Chinese outlooks on war
include (1) the tendency to downplay heroi sm and vi ol ence,
(2) atradition of defense |eading to eneny exhaustion

rat her than offense and (3) |inkage between mlitarism and
bureaucracy rather than mlitarismand comrercial expansion.

Hersey, John, The Call, (NY: Alfred Knopf, 1985)

Kanmphausen, Roy, Trip Report, U.S. Enbassy, Beijing, China, (10
Sep 96), Foreign Area Oficer Library, DLIFLC, POV

Mack, John, The Prince of Qur Disorder, (NY: Little, Brown, 1976)

Ni xon, Richard, The Menoirs of Richard Ni xon, Vol II, (NY: Wrner
Books, 1978)

Pagonis, WIlliam G, Mving Muntains, (Boston, Mass: Harvard
Busi ness School, 1992)

Skabel und, Grant (ed.), Culturgrans--The Nations Around Us, Vol
Il, (Garrett Park, NMD. Garrett Park Press, 1995)

Slim Viscount, Defeat Into Victory, (London: MacMI | an, 1986)
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Resources for Further Study

Bryant, Adam “A Ritual Loses Its Gip,” (New York Tines, 6 Ju

997), Section 4, p. 1.

Hi story of handshake use and devel opnent, plus present and

future prospects. Author states, “The handshake...is being
shaken itself, devalued as a synbol of trustworthiness and

denounced as a healthy threat at the sane tinme that

t echnol ogy hol ds the prom se of upgrading it for new uses.”

Cul ture Shock! Guides to Custons and Etiquette, (Portland,

Oregon: Graphic Arts Center Publishing)

This series is recoomended by The Overseas Briefing Center,
Nati onal Foreign Affairs Training Center, U S. Departnent of
State, Washington, DC, 20520. Titles include listing on
Borneo, Burma, Korea, Ml aysia, Philippines, Singapore,

Tai wan, China, Hong Kong, |ndonesia, Japan Thailand and

Vi et nam

s, Philip and Robert Mran, Managing Cultural D fferences,

Qut standi ng text on cross-cultural comunication from a
busi ness person’s perspective. The authors give practical
gui dance for various regions of the world. (Aiso Library)

son, Terri, CGeorge Borden, Wayne Conaway, Kiss, Bow or Shake
Hands: How To Do Business in Sixty Countries, (Holbrook,

Harri

(Houston, Texas: @ulf Publications, 1991).
Morri

Mass: Bob Adans, 1994)
Si npl

e Guides to Custons and Etiquette, (Kent, England: G obal

Books, Ltd.)
Al so recomrended by The Overseas Briefing Center. Series

i ncludes listings on China, Japan, Korea, Singapore and
Thai | and.
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“Life on the battlefield is short for the unprepared...”
(CGeneral Edward C. Meyer)
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